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Back to School 


You walk through the field in the afternoon, 
Pausing here and there 
It is early in September 


There is a moment in late afternoon 

When listening is altered 

And the ear takes in a quieter and constant sound, 
Quieter than breezes through the grass 

Or the movement of the leaves 


What is that sound? 
What is it that you're looking for? 
Could you say if I were there? 


Sleepwalking Ballad 


Walking drifting I am 
Walking slowly 

In the violet blue 

Of summer twilight coming on 


The streets are shadows full 

Of dust and shadows 

Down the empty street far down 
A woman tosses her black hair 


The shadows toss and flutter 

On the sidewalk and I see 

The shadow world is full 

Of tree-caught wind the windy trees 


I move on drift on silently 

Over the sidewalks broken by 
Cracked into jagged pieces by 

The shadow quakes of shadow earth 


By powers of the drawing moon 
So white and white 

And white and white 

The night is silent in the moon 


The street becomes the moon itself 
Its face is full of moving trees 

The woeful trees the ragged tossing 
Summer trees the summer trees 


They're black as charcoal 

Dripping char dust 

Breezes stirring ash on ash 

The boughs above me are bone grey 


They're bone grey in the sick 
Street light then tendons 

And black arteries and leaves 
Of charred flesh napalm fire 


The woman watches from the tree 
She watches as I walk along 

I drift on silently and see 

She has one son and many sons 


The woman watches 

From the tree 

She has one tree it's hers alone 
She watches and her eyes are gold 


Her eyes are gold 
Her hair is black like 
Paper burnt it's dull 
Black like a scorpion 


She's watching as we walk 

Along and drift and fall 

And walking drift 

Through streets of ash face of the moon 


Amor 


Night of the flowering jasmine 
And a thousand fireflies, 

Each firefly a thought 

The night will think just once. 


Inconsolable therefore 

The ceaseless waters of the spring 
In which the chalk moon shines 
Like shimmering black oil. 


The garden and the walk 

Are empty now, and only we 

Are heard by night's wide open ear, 
The night is still to listen as we speak. 


And everything we do is seen 

By night's wide eye, a single pupil 
Velvet and hypnotic black 

And wide as the entire sky. 


Don't worry, though. All this just fills 
Our solitude more deeply. The night's 
Vast eye is our own sight 

Made wider, deeper by desire, 


The night's ear our avidity 

To hear just our two selves. 
They're my desire to hear, to see 
Just you and only you, 


And your desire likewise, 

Or so I hope, for only me. 
Even a thousand fireflies 
Somehow are yours and mine. 


The grass is full of wetness, 
And the garden sleeps tonight 
Untouched by breeze. I listen 
For your silence. Speak it now. 


Berceuse 


It's noon. The yellow light 
Makes slivers and ruled lines 
Around the dark beige curtains 
And the lowered blinds. 


The light's a smoldering of dust 
Dropped through the browns of shade 
And shadow in the quiet room. 

The curtains are like folded wings. 


Your closed eyes, too, 

Are folded wings. You lie 
Upon your side, your arms 
Crossed loosely, and your legs. 


Your arms are still, 

And your forgotten loves 
Are dead or dying there, 
And yet you live. 


Your legs are crossed, 

Yet both our lives are almost 
Waking here and opening, 
Like flowers in the dark. 


They're held here while you dream 
And listen to the silence 

And stray noise beyond the window, 
Somewhere in the other world. 


They're held there 

In darkness and in stillness 
And in secrecy as well, 

Like two dice hidden in a cup, 


Or like the day that waits 
Outside for us, like light 
That burns so bright outside 
For us, and yet does not. 


Summer Storm Under the Tree 


The night is full of rain smells 
And earth smells. 


The rain is simmering, 
Whispering its whisperings -- 
Cool shivers of warm rain and gusts of wind. 


The droplets patter 
And sift through the leaf-crown. 


Then come roof-leakings of more rain, 
Threads, 

Plumb lines of water, 

Then streams 

And larger streams 

And misty drenchings, and finally 

The whole tree's wet and swaying in the storm. 


The tree 

Is like a tongue that tastes the rainy air. 

The rain runs down the bark of the tree's trunk, 
And the tree surges 

In a gust and reaches 

Shivering up into the night. 


After the Rain 


It was a summer night whose rain had passed. 

The night awakening, and 

Pores of the dripping leaves, the grass, the soil, 

Soaked branches of the trees, 

The million eyes that watch 

Beneath the epidermal surface of the night were now 
awakening. 

A million mouths were opening: 

Whispering of many whisperings. 

The rain had wet the rough bark of the tree. 

Inhale the total hush of after-storm. 

Exhale the final moment of the world. 

Inhale it all to start it all again. 


Northern Hills 


The sun above the hushed and burning hills... 


Domes of the silos flash in midday heat. 
Against the distant yellow green hay field 
A bright green tractor is an aphid on a leaf. 


I walk along the side of the highway. 
The air above the melting asphalt strip 
Quivers vividly like high octane fumes. 


Farms cluster on the northern New York hills, 
Hills cut and broken by their smooth highways 
Or crossed by patched and rough macadam roads 


Where loose stones spatter the car's underside, 
Where blackberry and burdock choke the ditch 
And cabbage whites in dreaming pasture air 


Float in the bright sun. The upland lot 
Is full of boulders and crab apple trees 
And bounded with a rusted wire fence. 


There on a listing grey fence post -- rain-gnawed, 
With moss along one side -- a paper sign, 


Yellow and rain-spotted, stiff and parchment-warped, 


Informs you Private Property. Keep Out. 


To Evening 


It is the end of summer and the end of day. 
The sun is spreading to a pool of mercurochrome 
Among the cornfields beyond the far macadam road. 


The hills are turning bronze. 
Black swallows are crossing 
And re-crossing in their realms of gold. 


Up beyond my window the sky is purpling, 
The air subdued to an evening quiet. 
A horned beetle is caught in an angle of late sun. 


My open window 

Is an ear 

Cocked to listen for the burning 
And thundering of sunset. 

Yet all is still. 


Silence is silence now. 


All things are trying to speak, 
And some things most of all. 


Why the ivy, darkening in light? 
Why the glistening birch tree with its web? 
Why the mirror-flash of gold from other windows? 


The world is not what we see. 
It is another thing. 


I have heard, I have seen, I have felt. 


I know many things. 
Yet I do not know what I know. 


Binghamton Suite 


Binghanmton, rain-grey and moody town, 
Your streets are crossed by rivers. 
You are set among the southern New York hills. 


The rainy wind 
Blows through Binghamton. 


Your quiet side streets 

Named for German poets and composers. 
The Appalachian hills are all around, 
Holding up the blue exalted sky. 


I've walked your streets at night 

And stood on grassy back roads 

Just outside of town. 

On city maps I've noted there and there. 

How many loves were found and lost, all here. 


The rainy wind 
Blows through Binghamton. 


II 


The bush's dark green delicate 

And aromatic needles 

From which drip these drops of rain, 

Clear rain. 

How precise, how beautiful. 

One drop and then another. 

To such a moment I have brought my grief. 


Each drop depending from the needle's tip 
To form a bead of rain. 


To such a moment I’ve come. 


Il 


Binghamton, your rooms of quiet 
And your high white porticos. 


Only the finest houses here. 


Flowering gardens, tool sheds 
And glass hot houses too. 


Only the finest houses here. 


Your ancient elegance: fine moldings, 


Ornamented porches like brocade. 
Only the finest houses here. 


City of parlors, that's what you were called. 
City of parlors, but now long ago. 


Only the finest houses here. 


IV 


The archers, the dark archers 
Came nearer to Seville. 


The open Guadalquivir. 


They came with broad grey hats 
And with their long slow capes. 


Ah, the Guadalquivir. 


They came from distant regions, 
Those of pain and sorrow. 


The open guadalquivir. 


They enter the dark labyrinth 
Of love, of crystal, and of stone. 


At night on wet side streets, 
Rainy orchards, groves. 


Two rivers become one. 


In rainy autumn fields, 
Smell of rotting leaves. 


Two rivers become one. 


They come from far away, 
The rain and the roots of trees. 


Two rivers become one. 


My love and I are walking, 
Yet it is very late. 


Two rivers become one. 


Hiss of the cold night wind. 
Black branches cage the moon. 


Two rivers become one. 


Surge of the cold night wind, 
And the moon is flowing on. 


Two rivers become one. 


VI 


The lighted candle in my room, 
Flame-tattered in the breeze. 


On one wall two shadows 
That quiver up and swell. 


And then she whisper for me 
To put the candle out. 


VU 


I go to the open window 
And look out. Listening. 


Crickets and more crickets. 


Now in the neighborhood 
Everyone is sleeping. 


The scent of lilacs 
Is in the breeze. 


Vill 


There is dew 
On the black lilac leaves. 


The breeze moves 
Among the white peonies. 


In a cut of moonlight 
Grey petals in the grass. 


The rest of the lawn 
Is all black. 


There are fireflies around me 
Like sparks in the night. 


IX 


This paper lantern is hung 
In the dimming arbor here. 


It's like an enormous poppy 
Constructed of paper and wire. 


Its pistil-like candle burns 
And gives a soft orange light. 


Its paper skin is dry and stiff 
Yet very warm to the touch. 


It hangs here. In the dark 
It seems to float weightlessly. 


The orange light it gives 
Is unlike a jack o'lantern's. 


Although they share one color. 
For this is summer. It's still summer. 


Past midnight 
The house is silent. 


Dry leaves scraping and rustling. 
They sound like sand pouring down. 


Branch shadows 
Are fractures in the sidewalk. 


The moon is very bright 
And the wind is cool. 


In the hedge 
There are only a few crickets. 


XI 


Was I asleep? 


Across my bed 
Cold wind. 


The shadows 
Of oak leaves and branches 


Waver and flutter 
On the bedroom floor. 


XI 


It's Saturday, and after we've had tea 

She asks me what I'm planning, if I'm free. 
The farmer's market? Yes, it's after ten. 
The market will be there, set up again. 


She knows I like a brisk walk, and it's fall. 

The sun is shining, yet she takes her shawl 

And wraps it around herself, fastened at the waist 
With an old rope belt. The two of us make haste. 


The air is bright with autumn, cool and clear, 
The leaves not fully turned yet, although here 
And there a splash of gold, burnt orange, or red 
Catches the sun. The auburn on her head 


Is no more striking, though more beautiful: 

With red of fire and brown of earth it's like her soul. 
It's like her soul, like my soul, like the farmers' too. 
We look through fruits and vegetables. The sky 


Above the courthouse dome is bright, bright blue. 


Xi 


Woman of orchards 
Of cymbidium perfume 


So many 


Woman of the fields 
Wild flowers tall dry grass 


So few 


Woman of honeysuckle 
Black water from the river 


So many 


Woman of river earth 
And of black leaves in the moon 


So few 

Woman of sun-rivers 

Our reflections streaming light 
So many 


Woman of burning hollyhocks 
Gladiolas roses 


So many 


Woman of cemetery angels 
Fastened in winter ice 


So few 


Woman of water, earth 
And air, earth-woman 


I will come back 


XIV 


Midsummer rain 

Is falling on green fields, 

On the nickel roofs of houses, 
On the grey unpainted barns 
And on the red barn too. 


It falls 

On dark green fields 

And on the lighter green. 

It falls on yellow fields 

And on the black unplanted earth. 


I've watched it fall 

For half an hour or more, 
Standing in my doorway here. 
The fields and low hills go on 
As far as I can see. 


This is the hour 

When everything I see 

Is what I want to see -- 

The rain, the rich green land, 
The houses and the farms. 


XV 


In the morning when she rises 
She stretches out her arms. 

Her hair is tousled still, 

And she looks at me and smiles. 


Her hair and blue night gown 

As she bends 

To tuck the comer 

Of the white and wrinkled sheet 

Are caught in honeycombs of yellow morning light 
Breaking in dusty silence 

Through the leaded window panes. 


Four rooms with wooden floors. 
Four rooms, and for a while 


We live in this old house. 


Ballad of the Green Horseman 


Riding I am riding 

Riding in the desert 

The blue and cobalt desert 
Between the sea and mountains 


Between the sea of ebony 

And the mountains of gold and copper 
Between the sea of ice 

And the mountains of green fire 


I am riding and my horse 

Is moving full of powers 

The powers of thought and movement 
And the powers of will and fear 


The powers of all torments 

The hundred powers of desire 
My horse is many horses 

That move and flow beneath me 


I'm one yet many riders 
I'm one and yet a hundred 
A hundred and a thousand 
A thousand and yet one 


The landscape flows behind me 
And it opens up in front 

It opens up in front of me 

And it closes up behind 


II 


The sand hills flush to red 

Day is opening its jaws 

The sun is a huge spider 

And dew is glistening on shrubs 


The dew on glistening shrubs 
Is the spider web of the sun 
Sand valleys and sand hills 
Are fired pink and red 


The sun is a white furnace 
Opened between the mountains 
I feel the opened furnace 

From beyond its icy hills 


Now the desert sand is amber 
Like the smooth pelt of a tiger 
And the tiger of the sand 

Is striped with crooked shadows 


I never look behind me 

Not even when I sleep 

I slept and slept I lay in sleep 
For many nights for many nights 
But now it is broad day 


The shadows on the sand 

Are black and point one way 
They say, go back go back 
Pointing back where I came from 


The steady horse beneath me 
Iam going toward the sun 

I am waiting for the desert 
To unfold itself and it does 


Il 


Now how I love you green O green 
Green branches in the wind 

The desert flowed away at last 

The amber crust of sand 


My love is green she's green as grass 
Green with her upraised arms 

Her huge and very bright green eyes 
Searching for my hidden love 

I came into the river country 


The sun was low behind the trees 
That its blood spattered through 
On black earth it was dying 

In profuse and silent agony 


I watched the crucifixion 

And holy burning of the sun 

And I was spattered with the blood 
Of ten suns and of twenty suns 


For forty nights I waited there 

To go on further through 

The deep green wood the sun had made 
My eyes were two white suns 


My amber eyes like a tiger's eyes 
My hay green and hay yellow eyes 
Were like my lovers eyes 

I watched and waited for her call 


I waited at the river's edge 
The river flowed and flowed 
It called for me to enter 

And it called for me to come 


IV 


I came into the river's country 

The river at night I heard its sounds 
The river at night must think and feel 
In strange sounds from its open mouth 


The trees had eyes their bark 

Had faces as I passed beneath 

Their branches were their arms 

They lifted high black streaming hair 


My horses felt the breathing 
Of the woods around so close 
And near the river's mist the air 
Was like a woman's breath 


Steps and steps of horses 

Horse of shadows shadow horses 
Flowed amid the waving trees 

That hung by moonlight in the stream 


The sun gone down the sky was huge 
Deep black the stars were falling sparks 
The circle of the shining moon 

Burned in the water gold 


My shadow horses and I swam 

We swam into the moon's circle 

We broke it with a shimmering wedge 
It glittered back when we had passed 


The river's water raked and pulled 
It sucked us in it drew 

Us in so steadily 

The current the dark undertow 


I felt that time had stopped 

We didn't seem to move 

The night was damp and very cold 
My horse's breath was frost 


The bank came near and there 

I met the Indian the morning sun 
Burned in the tree's inverted crotch 
He stood there tall in streaming light 


He stood up in the oak tree 

In the crotch of a tall oak 

Then he was at my side 

He raised his hand his eyes were green 


His teeth were yellow like dried corn 
He smiled and smiled for me to smile 
I looked around my horse was gone 
Gone with the shadows of the night 


We walked all day and then at night 
We camped he made a fire 

I hadn't realized how cold it was 
My hands and face were numb 


The fire was hot my skin got warm 
Beyond the green and yellow flames 
I saw his face observing mine 

It floated in the fire's streaming 

Like the moon in the water's streams 


It flickered and floated in the fire 

It floated down to the fire's sticks 
And then blew out a cloud of sparks 
It floated around and floated up 


It floated up to the fire's crown 

Then suddenly it was the sun 

The night had gone the day had come 
He and the fire both were gone 


VI 


I walked on through the tall tall trees 
Through domes of leaves and leafy crowns 
The sun placed fingers on my skin 

Like a buyer fingering some cloth 


And then there was a field of ash 

Long houses once the Iroquois 

Were burned and everything was burned 
The houses of the Iroquois 


Their land was burned just ash 

Was left and nothing left but ash 

The smell of burnt skin burning wood 
The charred white ashes smoking still 


The glowing embers here 

And there a woman sat 

Upon the ground weeping with her long black hair 
Her long and black and blackest hair 


Her hair fell down before her breast 
And at her breast her child 

Stared up with open eyes 

As black as buttons and as dead 


Its head fell back as limp 

As any rag doll's head 

My shadow in the sun 

Passed silently over both of them 


Bodies and parts of bodies 

There were bodies thrown everywhere 
Legs torn off and arms ripped loose 
Torsos without arms or legs 

Heads with no faces charred faces 


Charred faces with no eyes or nose 
Intestines blue and bluish green 

Like rotted sausage casings 

Spilled from the stomach of a woman 
Who lay with both her arms tossed wide 


Her naked child still clung 

To one half-severed leg 

It squirmed and fussed and cried aloud 
Its mother could not hear 


A corpse was rotting in the road 
It had ballooned to twice its size 
Its legs were greenish grey 

And its face was black as tar 


Then near a ditch I saw a man 
Who slowly pulled himself along 
Crawling forward on his palms 
Both of his legs were torn off 


Blood came in a pulsing gargle 

From his nose and from his mouth 

He seemed to be screaming screaming screaming 
But all was choked and drowned with blood 


One leg was ripped off at the thigh 

A little above the knee 

The other was ripped loose from the hip 
With part of the buttock too 


He made a trail of thick blood 

Blood from both legs stumps 

And blood came from his anus too 

He seemed to be shitting gouts of blood 


VU 


I came out on the other side 

The wood birds chattered overhead 

With sounds like a million creaking gates 
Or like the whistlings of the mad 


A dog came from behind a tree 

It foamed a moment then it leaped 

As though a wave had crested foamed 
And then washed over me 


The back-wash was my blood 

My blood red blood green blood 
Blood spread and spurted 

From my arm its jaws were steel jaws 


But then my knife was deep inside 
Its stomach it still bore down 
I buried my knife again again 
Deeper and harder every time 


The dog fell like a burlap sack 
Empty and limp its face became 

A woman's face its shagged fir 

Her thick black hair her bloody hair 


And then her soft inviting face 
Became a wooden skull 

A thousand bees were swarming there 
As though inside a tree 


Bees are the kisses of the sun 

They swarmed around me and the sun 
Was laughing all the shrill birdsong 
Joined with the laughter of the sun 


Loud laughter in the sun's green trees 
A thousand thousand bees stung me 
Bees are the kisses of the sun 

Iran as I had never run 


Then it was night they fell away 

A sickness came through the forest's trees 
Whispering for me whispering 

Like a thousand women whispering 


Horseman horseman horseman here 
They said so loud so quietly 
Horseman horseman horseman hear 
Everything we've come to say 


VU 


I vomited the night was red 

The night was black the grass 
Was cold against my face 

My body shivered with cold sweat 


I dreamed I dreamed I heard 

The movements of the grass 

The grasses kissed and tongued my ear 
Saying their tiny secrets there 


I heard the insects in their world 
The ants were stirring in the dark 
Their catacombs where spirits lie 
For nights and nights and rise again 


The trees were all around the night 
Was opening its many wounds 
Archaic song the deep black song 
And chanting in the moonlit leaves 


Then three old women Indians 
First one then two then three 
Came close and bent to look at me 
Then silently they went away 


They went away into the night 

I saw them stopping here and there 
Stopping and bending moving on 
Picking up gleanings from the field 


Then deeper in the night I saw 

A large campfire and four old men 
Were sitting around it playing cards 
Talking drinking out of gourds 


Their shirts were black and braided gold 
Hung round their wrinkled necks 

That shook like turkey wattles 

When they laughed their eyes were gold 


They played cards laughing quietly 
And looking closely I could see 

Their cards had human limbs on them 
Their gourds were full of human blood 


Their gourds were full of blood and pus 
They laughed and wiped it from their mouths 
Their arms and wrists were dried cornstalks 
Their hands were roots still caked with dirt 


Their hair was yellow hair 

And the light brown of the cornstalk's hair 
It hung down in their faces faces 

Brown and cracking like cracked dirt 


IX 


And then I woke the morning dew 
Shined in the grass and spiders' webs 
In every tree turned it and light 

To thin ice crystals in the leaves 


I walked on in the brightening green 
The orange sun and the yellow sun 
Sparked through the leaves its beams 
Were full of radiantly spinning dust 


And then I saw I spied him 

There at the clearing's edge 

He wore a black hood over his head 
The rest of him was dressed in red 


Then in an eye blink he was near 
Our knives were drawn 

They scraped and flashed 

Like bright wings in the morning air 


My arm was dead the cloth 
Was stiff and still blood-soaked 
It was my left arm only though 
My right arm was still good 


I stabbed him in the heart 

And in his heart I dug my blade 
He fell without a word or sound 
A fear came over me just then 

I listened and I looked around 


He lay there dead upon the ground 
And blood as red as red lacquer 

Was on the bright green stalks of grass 
In tiny beads and clotted smears 


I don't know why I had to see 

I don't know why and so I drew 
The black hood from his head 

And saw the man's face I had killed 


He smiled at me a funny smile 
Was on his lips his lips 

Were like a woman's lips 

He smiled up with a woman's face 


Then neither a man nor woman smiled 
Neither a woman nor a man 

Its pelvis jerked and jerked 

As though pulled up and up by strings 


But only that one part of it 

Was pulled by strings was pulled 
By strings was something dead 
Was like a puppet pulled by strings 


And then it was a child's face 
That smiled there so angelically 
Smiled in the deep repose 

Of death as sweet as any sleep 


And then its skin turned leather-like 

Dried and tough and stiff and brown 

As though the skin were shrinking up 

It grinned and showed its teeth 

Like parched corn purple and tobacco brown 


I went on further the night came 

The trees were black shapes in the night 
The trees had gathered skeins of stars 
To wrap their heads in sparkling nets 


Then suddenly there were no trees 
The ground had changed 

It opened gradually and 

I was in up to my knees 


Then I was in up to my waist 

The mud was black as blackest oil 
And slippery to the touch 

And shined like oil in blue moonlight 


Then night was crowded full with hands 
And arms that touched me everywhere 
Fingers that held me choking me 

The night had hands that held me fast 


At first I tried to pull myself 

Out of the oil and black mud 

The more I pulled the more I sank 
The oil was like the night was infinite 


The sea of oil all around me 

And like a bird stuck in crude oil 

I couldn't move my arms or legs 

My voice was choked with oily mud 


I floated in the midnight sea 

I floated in the sea that smelled 

Like kerosene like gasoline 

I was a shimmer in the night's deep well 


It was the well of night of time 
Everything was frozen still 

I tried to shout my thoughts echoed 
My voice was silent my silent voice 


XI 


And then at once the larger trees 

Large trees enormous oak trees bent 

In the night the wind was moving 

In their branches as they hung down to me 


Somehow I floated toward the trees 
Up from the depths the midnight pool 
In which the trees' reflections hung 

I drifted up and grasped their boughs 


I clung to the oak tree's boughs 
The day grew slowly in its limbs 
The watery reflected tree 

Grew slowly real in the sun 


And when the sun was high enough 

I saw myself I had no legs 

My legs were gone were root-like things 
The pool had rotted them away 


Had rotted both my legs away 
And I was left with two 

Dead limbs that stank 

As horribly as the pool had stunk 


Pale worms in clots of mud 

Wriggling things that's what I had 

O sickly rooting potato eyes 

Or a wobbly fork like a mandrake root 


I tried to climb I tried to climb 
Away from what I saw 

I tried to climb away from it 
Hideous remainder of my life 


Then I was in the green grass again 
Elbow on elbow hand over hand 

I clambered forward pulling grass 
In thick handfuls I barely moved 


XI 


The mantis tree the mantis tree 

Each oak tree was the mantis tree 

The mantis stirred and looked at me 
With bright green eyes hay yellow eyes 


Each oak tree was a mantis too 

And every mantis clutched a man 

Who hung the way that hanged men do 
Their chin tucked low and neck askew 


Each mantis held a single man 

Their poses were like playing cards 
Or stained glass windows in a church 
If there's a green light shining through 


The rain the rain then came the rain 
hot rain that burned and sizzled 
Through the leaves it simmered 
Burning whisper of corrosive rains 


I lay there on the ground I lay 

The brilliant rain the golden rain 
Corrosive whispers of the rain 
Were seeping and seeping into me 


I weakened on the ground 

And I could feel my hands 
Growing thin and growing frail 
Like metal rusting to a crust 


My limbs were blood-caked 

Bandages I touched my mouth 

My mouth was numb 

And stiffened as though packed in gauze 


The rain will stop the night will come 
But in the dawn I too will be 
Together with my mantis lover 

Dead inside the mantis tree 


Then I will be alone with her 
Green O green I love you green 
Green branches in the wind 
The desert flowed away at last 


Then I will be alone with her 

The frozen mountains and the fires 
Of the desert sun have gone 

And I will be with her alone 


Riding I was riding through 

The desert through the blue night 
Of the sands between 

The frozen mountains and the sea 


Between the sea of ebony 

And the mountains of bright gold 
Between the burning copper sea 
And the mountains of green fire 


Riding I was riding 

And my horse was full of powers 
Powers of thought and movement 
And powers of will and fear 


The powers of all torments 

And all powers of desire 
Between the sea of copper 

And the mountains of green fire 


Letters from the North Country 


It is evening here in the small farming town. 
I can hear the crickets outside. 

From my bedroom window 

I see the hills along Route 81. 


I'd like to have some binoculars; 
I could spy on the farmers nearby 
While they're out at their work. 
Maybe I'll buy a pair. 


II 


There must be a small chink in the screens, 
Every so often some insect gets in. 


And last night a moth, 

A large and dark brown, rather velvety moth, 
Appeared in my bedroom 

While I was reading. 


The night was entirely silent. 


I could hear the purr of its wings 

And the papery, chitinous sound 

As it knocked from one wall to the next. 
I have to confess 

That I wanted to smash it. I tried. 

But it flitted so tremulously about 

That it upset my timing. I missed. 


Then I couldn't see where it went, 
Although I was somehow certain 

It had gone behind the closet door 

And was in among the pile of shoes there. 
I looked, but I couldn't find it. 


Very dangerous to sleep with a moth 
In your room, I thought. 

They use up a lot of oxygen. 

You might never wake up. 

Or wake up as a moth. 


Or would you perhaps 

Be a moth who had dreamed 

That it was a man 

(Or in your case a woman) 

And was just then coming back to its senses? 


Ill 


And then this afternoon 

There was a bee in the kitchen. 
I swatted it with a towel. 

It was unfazed. 


I got a thicker cloth bath towel. 
Caught it. Enveloped it. Crushed it. 
But since it was somewhere 

In the layers of the towel 

I couldn't be sure. 

Sometimes bees are quite tough. 


So I quickly opened the freezer 
And threw the whole thing inside -- 
Bee, towel, and all. 

If it didn't get crushed, it'll freeze. 


On that note I'll leave you. 

It's evening, the light is dim now, 
And the paper is going grey. 

I can't see to write anymore. 


I would turn the light on, 
But who knows what that might attract. 


IV 


I live across the street from a church, 
The Inter-Faith Chapel. 
A nondenominational prayer hall. 


They make a great deal of noise -- 
Hammering, drilling, sawing. 
They have a mania for improvements. 


The grass was just turning green 

When they had a girl out there mowing it. 

I thought, why don't they let it grow a bit first? 
It must be against their collective religion. 


Now evening light, only a moment ago, 

Made the off-white shingles of the ordinary house 
across the street 

Burn softly. The shingles themselves are bone grey. 


But now, already, just since I began writing this, 
The light is softer, diffused, 
The color receded and cooled. 


And the shadow of a telephone pole 
That cuts one roof-side at an angle 
Is less distinct now, blurred at the edges. 


The roof itself, made of shingles, some pink and some 
nearly and some nearly white, 

Is plum red in its wash of evening sun. 

The slanting light over all floods the whole valley, 

Floods the town and this street, and this roof as well 

And makes tiny sparklings of light across its surface. 


The Inter-faith Chapel is made of red brick. 
The shadow of the telephone pole 
Tilts a black bar across its facade. 


A moment ago I realized 

The telephone wire apparatus at the top -- 

A few horizontal bars 

And things that look like flashlights 

Attached to humming coils like shock absorbers on a 
car -- 

All this with its dark wires and spiky fastenings 

Casts a shadow 

Like a brambly-looking crown of thorns 

Across the blue slate roof. 


It's still broad day, but there are differences. 

The light is warmer still, and yet no longer bright: 
Premonitions of the gathering sunset 

Still two hours away. The air is quieter. 


Along the distant hills, Route 81 

Runs like an invisible wire 

Along which tiny colored beads 

Are slowly pushed, as slow as egg white pours. 

The larger beads, the 18 wheelers, 

Are distinctly white, the smaller ones barely visible. 


Yet now I see a smaller one 

Just entering the flaking, shimmering green 
Of a young maple tree, 

Pursued through leaves and branches 

By the larger white one on its tail. 


The color of the air has dimmed. 
I'll stop for now. 


I'm looking out the window 

And the day is hot and bright. 

The sky above the hills is a pale and whited blue. 
From my room here on the hill I see, 

Among the trees and scattered rooftops of the town 
A windshield or a window or aluminum roof-flashing 
Now glittering in the sun. 

The light makes every object burn or shine or spark. 
It's as though the world were made 

Of tiny, infinitesimal points -- 

Of a something, of a nothing, 

Burning and sparkling in our eyes. 


The day, the air, the time 

Is full of bright confusions holding quiet: 

Floss from the cottonwood afloat bright air, 
Dandelion seeds that cross the light, 

Bright blue and blue-green flies, and bumblebees... 
The light not hard, but warm and rich, 

Is bathing the entire valley. 

The air is full of scintillating life. 


The sky itself is absolutely clear. 

There are no clouds at all. 

Across the street the chapel's roof 

Is burning in the sun and almost glows 

A bright slate-blue, a bright cornflower blue. 


The telephone pole with its wire crown of thorns 
Has only a small shadow at its foot. 

The concrete sidewalk burns as white as quartz. 
A man in an electric blue tee shirt 

Sits on the chapel's steps. 


And sounds are in the air: 
A lawn mower, someone hammering a board, 
Next door there are children playing. 


Yet the light itself is silent, 
Motionless, and warm. 


Who knows what it is for something to exist? 
The summer brings this question too, 

When the world's so clearly held up to our lips, 
Our eyes and ears, our two cupped hands. 


You are the only one I'd write to in this way. 
Only you would be interested. 


VI 


You enter the pasture through a metal gate near the barn 
which marks it off from the farm yard. 

On the side near the road, where I stand, it is fenced off 
with wire. 

The pasture divides in the middle -- a low hump of land 
runs in a gradual arc from the nearby maple wood to 
a point on the far side of the barn. 

Stretched out along this line stand thirty large oak trees, 
each one with several trunks rising and twisting 
outward from a low central stump. 

The trunks are contorted and crooked and grow outward as 
much as up, some very close to the ground. 


There are great gaps between them where the orange sunset 
shows between dark green leaf-crowns which look 
as though worn askew. 

There are eight cows in the pasture, they stand with their 
heads down, grazing. 

All are spotted and splotched, some black on white and 
others the reverse. 


They do not stand together but are spread out, each by 
itself, along the line of trees. There is one white cow 
among them. 


As the evening darkens the sky is an amber-red and peach 
glow beyond the black outline of tree tops. Against 
the sunset they're the color of wrought iron. 


Slowly it dims to a dusk of ruddy brown. The air itself 
turns amber and pink. 


The grass is grey like faintly luminous graphite, the 
shadows like wetted ash. 


The cows become vague masses except for the one white 
cow which glimmers pewter grey and looks 
somehow more distant than the rest. 


There's a small pond near the barn, although it can't be seen 
from here. 


For a second there's the sound of water splashing -- most 
likely geese spreading and fluttering before they 
settle down along the bank. 


The grass has an end-of-evening smell. Standing in the 
thick black clover and alfalfa growing by the wire 
fence, I feel the dampness of the field. The air is 
slightly chill. 


This is the heart of the North Country. It is late summer and 
almost night. 


A Field 


Here 

Where the odor of the summer's hay 

Comes in the passing breeze 

Moving the stillness of the summer noon, 

The scent of fields standing still uncut, 

And where the grass and tall weeds 

Tangle in themselves, the field 

Strewn with scattered wild flowers -- 

Yellow-gold of black-eyed susan, 

Blue of chicory and aster, the white of Queen Anne's 
lace -- 

And where the air 

Is shimmering watery in midday heat 

And small white butterflies, 

The cabbage whites, float 

In the burning 

And sustaining atmosphere, 

Here where the whole field wavers and ripples 

In just-held silence, 

A thousand rumors 

Hushed from breeze to breeze, 

In sunny vacant loneliness 

When no one's here 

Or only I am here, 

A spirit simmers, 

Whisper of earth-born growth 

Amid the secrecy of smallest things: 

The black ant in its world, 

The green wedge of the green tree hopper, 

Smokey wings of the cicadas 

And their constant hum, 

The aphid and the lace bug 


And bright horse flies of indigo and metal green, 
The tree bark colored spider 

In its hollow-of-gauze web, 

The breaths of many breathings 

Of sun-risen, sun-tormented grass 

That wavers, staggered 

With the sweetness of the air and steady light 
And tangles downward deeper 

Trying to draw the earth up toward the sun; 
Amid the still-unnoticed world, 

The irreplaceable 

Confusion rioting silently 

In light-filled peace, 

Trembling on the point 

Of shattering to become a thousand worlds, 
Here, held in secret, 

Burning in their fury, hidden 

Among smallest things, 

The powers have remained themselves. 


Clearings 


This, of all good the most dangerous -- 
The given speech of men, 
That they make of it what they will 


Yet how much has been suffered, 
And for the unmortal -- 


Sunlight 
On the luminous clouds’ processional so slow 
Through the afternoon's radiant peace 


For lightning, for rain and storming wind, 
And for the stillness after 


For the unmortal, 
Unapparent yet palpably clear 


For the sky, for the heavens, 
For the sun and the earth 


For all these so much has been suffered and named 
For we are a holding of speech, 
A continuing, listening, watching -- 


For that which appears and does not, 
For the changing in the abiding 


As ina field at daybreak 
When the sun 

In its opening power and terror 
Breaks upward on the horizon 


The darkness is split with a first ray 
And then slowly fades 


The present consents to take light 
The field's luminous presence 
Rises from the dark 


Beginning is the circle of the opening world 
Sparkling with light on wet grass 


II 


What is there -- here, now -- 
In the intention of these powers 
To destroy the world? 


We look up from the well 

Into which we have fallen 

And see the night that cliff-like rises 
Black and straight, 

The walls are echoing 

And echoing with words, 

We are deafened by our words 


And above them there are stars 


Reach up your hand! 


Lift up your voice! 
Let your hand fall back down 


The last voices, too, grow silent 
But for the faintest whispers 


Ill 


You have been weighed 

In this balance, Now 

In the leaf-time of the year, 
Leaves float down to touch 
The pond water's 
Mirror-face 

As their counterparts float up 


You have been weighed in this balance 


How much does a leaf weigh, 
Or its reflection? 


Autumn sunlight 


Deep autumn light, light deeply echoing 
As though from somewhere else, 
Farther than the sun, 

Farther than the earth 


In sudden silence every falling leaf 
Is still 


And every rising leaf 


The earth 

Is a leaf that rises 

Toward its falling counterpart, 
Floating upward through 

Depths of luminous reflections — 


Our generation 
Standing by, 
Hanging upside down into the pond 


Sleepwalking 


They speak of growing older, but 

No one is ever old, for the soul 

Is never old, it changes, 

But it never dies. The hours, 

The days, the nights, the years, 

The leaves of the calendars, 

The rags and rags of time, 

Pass over the soul and body 

And the body changes, for it has to change, 
But the soul can never change. 


One sits and listens 

And the inmost part of you 

Is there and listens too -- 

The movement of the world, 

The blank activity of life, 

The sounds of day, the startling silence of the night, 

The night wind through the black and heavy 

Ragged leaves, the night wind 

As it blows a scrap of old newspaper 

Down the empty silent street, 

Blue moonlight on the rain-wet asphalt's violet, 

The dust of moonshine on the tin-like street, 

The wavering webbing and deep shadow 

Of the overhanging leaves along the street 

And on the crazed cracks 

Of the sidewalk all in fragments 

Underneath you as, alone, you walk into the cobalt blue 
midnight. 


I feel 

The night itself, 

I sense it all around me 

And inside of me. 

It's active, living, 

Moving all around us in the breeze, 

The air itself. You feel 

The night itself must feel its own presentiments. 
And then there are 

The veins of leaves, the shadows 

Of the veins of shadow-leaves, 

As you walk out further toward your destination. 


You feel the darkness all around you 

Holding that which is about to be. 

Yet it is placed there in the future, 

And we here in the past 

As though in some other world quite set apart. 


Binghamton, Early Morning 


Autumn. A cold rain fell during the night, 
And now a dawn wind from the sun 
Disperses shale and slate-colored clouds. 
The hills that encircle the town 

Are reddish brown 

With the first light behind them. 

In the copper-colored dawn 

The street lights are a faint blue-grey. 


Now the insomniac rises, 

The conscientious pre-med student 

Returns to the open book. 

The people on their way to General Electric 
At the edge of town 

Congregate at corner bus stops. 


Downtown a sheet of old newspaper 

Billows for a second, then scrapes down 
Against the concrete wall of a bank, 

The wall is just now receiving 

A wash of pink light. 

Pigeons peck along the sidewalk 

Near trash cans and around benches 

Where alcoholics and drug addicts sit all day. 


The first shift 

At the Arby's Roast Beef Sandwich place 
Unlocks the door. People -- old ladies, 

A few old men, and a scattering of younger guys 
Who won't be going anywhere -- 

File in thinking of hot coffee. 


The sun has risen a bit more. 

Its light has expanded, brightened, 

And shadows 

Are longer and sharper in the public square. 


Curriculum Vitae 


So many men have been where I am now. 

One night by chance you happened to say this. 
The autumn town. The day is wet and cold. 
The maple leaf is crimson. The oak leaves fall. 


Cold rain lashing through the black branches. 
We're lying in your bed. You touch my face. 
And it's a type of knowledge, isn't it, touch? 
According to Aristotle, the most sure. 


What do you learn, what do your fingers feel? 

My handsome face, you say. Words sound so strange. 
What do even our two mouths know to say? 

Tell me if you can think of anything. 


A storm outside. The bleary rain runs down 

The window’s glass in crooked streams and drops. 
A tattered leaf sticks to it now and then. 

Seasons continue. But what else can they do? 


So many people pass by down on the street. 
The afternoon grows darker. Shadows fill 

The room. Your clothes in the open closet 

Are dim shapes. Ajar, the white door glimmers. 


The air is cooler and it feels like night. 

A quiet settles around. Do we both feel it? 

When everything's been offered and been had, 
What have we learned? What will we ever learn? 


Gacela 


No one has tasted, or could ever guess 

Your fragrance, black cymbidium perfume. 

No one could know the torment of your whisper, 
The dark rose petal of your fluent tongue. 


Your crying tongue, which was a thorn as well 
To enter me yet entered as a rose 

Which, blossoming through every part, broke out 
A thorn again to seek only your hand, 


Your body, the elusive garden where 

A thousand petals bury our night's sleep 
Beneath your closed eyelids, behind your lips, 
Between the parting branches of your thighs. 


How easily you took my life away. 

I died of hunger and I died of thirst. 

No one has tasted or could ever guess 

What you have given me to drink -- perfume, 


What you have given me to eat -- roses. 
No one could know this, or will ever know, 
This garden of my death and resurrection. 
And since I know, I too must be no one. 


To an Old Drinking Buddy 


Here at (we'll say) 

The Triple Tun, 

As through the window -- 
It's the end of day -- 

The bright evening sun 
Glitters in the foam of my ale, 
The circumstances 

Bring to mind 

Those times when 

We were pretty young 
And still quite hale 

And took our chances. 
Remember? Then 
Everything we did 

Was always right, 
Always somehow 

In tune, body and mind. 


By day or night, 

Wrong or right, 

One way or another 
Whatever we wanted 

To do, that's what we did. 


Well things are certainly quite different now. 
Well, here's to you anyhow. 


Ballad of Lost Places 


Andalusia when will I see 

Your rivers and your many streams, 
And when will I ever see 

Your fields of yellow grain? 


Andalusia, and the heat 

Of my north country hills -- 

Where are the burning fields 

Where my feet must touch the earth? 


Calabrian olive groves, 
Forgotten, remembered home, 
Calabrian midnight 

And the Tuscan dawn. 


Bright Sicilian summer 

And black honey from the heat, 
The volcano sleeping 

In the roots of the carob tree. 


O gardens of the Piedmont 
With your innocents unslain, 
How can your fountains flower 
Into my origins again? 


Green olives and black honey, 
The gardens and carob trees, 
The Rome of my fathers' fathers 
And the virgin Roman spring. 


Songs from the Provencal, 

And the singers voice is heard 
Unaccompanied and clear 

And forgotten in dead Provence. 


Forgotten Provencal, 
Andalusian, Sicilian hills, 
Forgotten olive groves 
Of Calabria and Rome. 


AFTERWORD 


Encounters With the Author in Taipei 


We first made the author’s acquaintance at a well-known 
restaurant in Taipei, the Wysteria Tea House, famous as 
having been a meeting place for dissident intellectuals in 
the years of political struggle in Taiwan . 


During the recent effort to publish his rather extensive 
work, we had occasion to discuss aspects of his past and 
current writing. 


Your poetry is quite varied in style and in form. Where do 


you locate yourself in the overall debate concerning poetic 
form? 


I consider myself an eclectic. The main thing for me is to 
grasp, mentally, a certain object -- that is, an experience, a 
scene, an event -- to see it and feel it. Any language that 
seems to convey the reality of that is good, any which 
remains merely language, merely words, is for me of no 
interest, in some cases it is actively negative, in the sense of 
being obstructive. 


A cliche? 


Yes or not even a cliche but in a way worse than that. Much 
of our language obscures the nature of reality. Words in 
themselves are, in a sense, the enemy of writing. I tell 
students that all the time. Words most often merely convey 
the usual accepted social understanding. Writing is for the 
purpose of grasping reality itself, which is always 
something other than the social understanding. 


Do you consider yourself a political writer? 


All writing is political in the sense of attempting to correct 
these false social understandings. At times its purpose is to 
merely reveal with a new freshness, a perceptual freshness, 
as it were. But even this itself has a certain basic political 
significance, in the sense that awakened human beings will 
act and think differently than those who are at rest in the 
normal tranquilized non-perception that we usually are 
caught up in. 


Does living outside the United States help or hinder your 
writing? 


I think it helps, in general. It is in some ways a very 
undeveloped culture, yet in other ways it is overbearing. 
(The US, that is.) There is, for example, a great deal of 
rather stifling political correctness, as it's called, and to get 
away from that is itself a positive thing. For a while I had 
no idea how I would ever get all this material published, 
especially if you're not there trying to do all the 
"networking" that is needed, and which I was absolutely 
terrible at anyway -- worse than terrible, I really had no 
clue, I still don't, I suppose. And then it came about that 
you could just do it all by yourself, by means of the 
internet. 


How much material is it? It's quite a lot, it would seem. 
Yes, I guess it's about 40 volumes or so. Over 2,000 pages, 
if you want to measure it like that. I don't know how much 


it would weigh. 


There seem to be many styles represented. Was that 
something you consciously strove for? 


Yes. I always wanted to be able to represent a wide variety 
of experiences. My first models for the artist were people 
such as Picasso, Goethe, Bach -- artists who could work in 
a very wide range of forms and even use widely different 
styles. Of course, I can't compare myself to people like that, 
but it was still a goal, to try many types of things. 


What sorts of things are you working on currently? 


Well as you know I am trying to get all this existing work 
published, going through it, touching it up here and there, 
proofreading, and so forth. After that, I think I might return 
to some translating work -- Holderlin especially, and some 
Chinese poets, but don't ask me which ones. 


What were you trying to do in these poems in particular? 


It is a volume written in the early 90s and reflects some of 
my experiences of that time. Among other things I was 
conscious of being the inheritor of a Mediterranean culture 
broadly defined, while yet being the inhabitant of a very 
northern region, which I actually loved -- northern New 
York. But of course there are many other issues as well. 
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